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DINNER



 To my sisters

Fiona and Nuala









First Performance



Dinner was first performed in the Loft at the National Theatre, London, on 18 October 2002. The cast, in order of speaking, was as follows:

 

Paige   Harriet Walter

Lars   Nicholas Farrell

Wynne   Penny Downie

Hal   Adrian Rawlins

Siân   Catherine McCormack

Mike   Paul Rattray

The Waiter   Christopher Ettridge

 

Director   Fiona Buffini

Designer   Rachel Blues

Lighting Designer   Pete Bull

Sound Designer   Rich Walsh

Company Voice Work   Kate Godfrey

 

This production was revived at Wydham’s Theatre, London, on 9 December 2003, with the following cast changes: Adrian Lukis as Hal, Flora Montgomery as Siân, Paul Kaye as Mike, and Paul Sirr as the Waiter.









Characters




Paige

Lars

Wynne

Hal

Siân

Mike

The Waiter














Scene One







APERITIF





A table set for a lavish dinner, surrounded by darkness.

A Waiter stands on the edge of the light. He is formally dressed and holds a chic floral arrangement.

Paige enters, dramatically attired. She approaches the Waiter.


Paige   Everything you represent thrills me.

May I?


She kisses him. She puts a thickly stuffed envelope in his pocket.



Your fee

It’s all in advance as we arranged.

There won’t be any tip

So I’m relying on you to serve with grace

In silence.

When the time comes


She is interrupted.



Could you put that on the table, please?


Lars enters, wearing a smartly casual suit. The Waiter places the floral arrangement on the table. Lars is examining his trousers.



Lars   I’ve got something on here

Paige   (to the Waiter) In the middle

Lars   Some sort of / crusty stuff. These should have been dry-cleaned

Paige   The success of my evening depends upon you 

Lars   Why aren’t they dry-cleaned?

Paige   I hope your instructions are clear


The Waiter bows. He exits.



Lars   I think it might be the cat

Paige   Where?

Lars   There, on the leg

It’s made a stain

Paige   Well, it doesn’t show

Lars   Maybe I should change them

Paige   You always do this to me

Lars   What?

Paige   I am perfectly in control of the situation. You come in harassing me with your pathetic frets and I start to panic

Lars   What about?

Paige   The starter

Lars   What’s wrong with it?

Paige   They might not understand its subtlety

Lars   Your starters are always fantastic. And even if they hate it you can tell them that the main will be well worth the wait

Paige   I want the main to confound them

Lars   I’m sure it will

Paige   It’s already ruined by that friend of yours being a vegetarian

Lars   Her name’s Wynne 


The Waiter enters with modish cruets. He places them on the table.



Paige   It’s ludicrous coming to dinner saying ‘I can’t eat anything that’s been alive!’ She should be eating granite because even the bunny food I’m serving up for her was once alive. It wasn’t sentient; it didn’t have a soul but it photosynthesised. Perhaps I’ll point that out

Lars   That would make her feel welcome, wouldn’t it?

Paige   (to the Waiter) We need drinks


The Waiter exits.



I know this meal’s about your amazing brilliant success and everything, Lars, but it’s my statement. It’s my creation – like Frankenstein’s monster.

Food

It takes on a character

It looms

I’ve had sleepless nights.

Where is everyone? I said seven thirty!

Lars   I expect they’ve got caught in the fog

Paige   It’s so rude to be late

Lars   It’s very foggy. I looked out of the window when

I was dressing and I could hardly see the pool house

Paige   It shows a distinct apathy about coming, a real reluctance, as if they’d rather be in a Little Chef. They’re probably sick with dread. God, if I thought they were going to snub us, I’d kill myself

Lars   What with?

Paige   A gigantic pump-action shotgun

Lars   What’s wrong with pills? 


The Waiter enters with drinks. He approaches Paige. She takes one. He approaches Lars. He takes the other.



Paige   You

Are

Lars   You’re a tad overdressed, my love


The doorbell rings.



There. The fog has safely spewed up our guests


Lars is on his way to answer it.



Paige   Let the waiter go

Lars   I can get it

Paige   It’s his job


The Waiter exits.



Lars   Did you get him from the usual place?

Paige   No, I found him on the internet. He had his own website

Lars   A waiter with a website?

Paige   It was very well designed. I was intrigued by the wording

Lars   What wording?

Paige   It said let me hold your coat and snicker

Lars   So you don’t know him?

Paige   His references were excellent. He’s a man of experience


Wynne enters, taking off cycling paraphernalia. She hands it all to the Waiter. Underneath, she is dressed in bohemian style.



Wynne   God, I’m so sorry; the fog is unbelievable! I had to cycle right down the middle of the road so I could see the white line

Lars   Goodness

Wynne   And I was really feeling watched, you know, as if there were eyes hidden in the mist, when this moron in a Saab zoomed by and sent me swerving right into one of those gryphon things on your gateposts

Lars   You poor thing

Wynne   Really knocked my knee

Lars   Oh no


Lars hugs her. She kisses him on the lips.



Wynne   It’s so good to see you

Lars   This is my wife, Paige

Wynne   Paige, lovely to meet you


She kisses Paige on the cheek. The Waiter exits with Wynne’s things.



Paige   Lars said you were bringing your other half

Lars   Bob

Paige   I’m terribly excited

Wynne   Don’t be

Paige   I adore politicians. The last one I met came to the door at election time. He was so persuasive I almost had his child

Wynne   Um, he’s in the pub

Paige   I’m sorry?

Wynne   Bob

I’m afraid he’s not coming 

Paige   I’m devastated

He was vitally important to my interesting mix of guests

Wynne   We’ve had a bit of a

We’ve just parted company

Lars   Wynne, are you OK?


The Waiter enters.



Wynne   He’s been seeing someone behind my back

Lars   Oh no

Wynne   Her name’s Pam

Lars   That’s awful

Wynne   She’s a temp with a crush. It’s so tacky

Lars   You poor thing

Wynne   Don’t be nice to me or I’ll cry

Paige   You didn’t think of phoning me?

Wynne   Pardon?

Paige   To tell me that Bob had a new girlfriend and wasn’t going to come?

Lars   Of course she didn’t

Paige   Only I have odd numbers now and a spare main, which is a terrible waste. It’ll probably rot in the fridge

Wynne   I’m sorry but this has just happened. (To Lars.)

I found a letter. She called him Bobble

She said he made her quiver like a jelly

Lars   What a cliché

Wynne   She had writing like a child and she signed herself Cuddly Pam

Paige   Were you rooting through his personal belongings?

Wynne   Only his coat! He tried to tell me that Pam was a harmless fantasy fulfilment and why was I getting so het up? I said a harmless what? He said she was so

Can I sit down somewhere?

Paige   (to the Waiter) She needs a chair

Wynne   So young

Lars   I’ll get one

Paige   It’s his job


The Waiter arranges a chair for Wynne. Wynne sits.



Wynne   Thank you

It’s in response

He’s never forgiven me for

It was when I put my portrait of his genitals in my exhibition

I’d painted it from memory

Paige   We need drinks

Wynne   Vigorous

And there was purple

Perhaps I should have called the picture something else but I thought why not call it Bob Patterson’s Cock? That’s what it is

Paige   (to the Waiter) I said drinks


The Waiter exits.



Wynne   He said how could you, it’s nothing like mine

I said it’s impressionistic

He said look at my balls; they’re falling off

I said that’s a dreamlike quality

A cartoon appeared in the Opposition newsletter

The Member for Camberwell Green

I meant it as a gesture! 


The Waiter enters with drinks on a tray. He approaches Wynne. She takes one.



He said I was trying to castrate him

I said Bob

I’m not a feminist I’m an eroticist I’m free about everything I don’t hold back I did it to share why shouldn’t I share my feelings with the world?

He said why shouldn’t I share mine with Pam?

He was triumphant

I said no wonder she called you Bobble. Your cock’s / like a

Lars   The man’s a fool. (As a toast.) Here’s to freedom

Wynne   Freedom


Lars clinks glasses with Wynne.



Paige   I’ll drink to that

Wynne   Lars, I love your book I really, really love it. It’s like everything I’ve always thought only I haven’t known I’ve thought it.

Honestly, I read it and I just thought ‘yes!’ It was so

I mean I know I’ve known you for ever but it’s made me feel

Oh goodness

Every time I think of it I know I’m strong

Lars   Well, I

Wynne   Paige, isn’t it brilliant?

Paige   I haven’t read it

Wynne   Pardon?

Paige   I thought I’d wait till it came out in paperback.

Then I wouldn’t worry if I dropped it in the bath

Lars   She thinks of everything 

Paige   I’m just going to put that spare main away for the cat. (To the Waiter.) Would you come with me? I want to discuss the dessert


Paige exits, followed by the Waiter.



Wynne   It’s genius, Lars, honestly. I was blown away

Lars   I’m glad he didn’t come

Wynne   The psychological apocalypse is such a brilliant concept

Putting a name like that to what so many of us feel

I mean it’s obvious you’ve been through things

You know

Suffered

Lars   Oh

Wynne   You write with such insight

Lars   Thank you

Wynne   And your new morality thrilled me. It’s so bold

You’ve said what we all think but daren’t utter

Oh … To walk away from the choking weeds that failed us

To free oneself from liability, from blame –

I don’t have to feel guilty for my elitism or the starving millions

Because that guilt is a false humility

Part of a dead moral code

Lars   Be the Phoenix

Wynne   I’m re-engendering myself right now. This stuff about Bob; it’s just a negative influxion, isn’t it?

Lars   That’s right

Wynne   I can deflect it

Lars   You certainly can

Wynne   Overcome it even at the point of wound entry

Lars   You look wonderful

Wynne   No I don’t. I’m all splodgy and cryey

Lars   Think what the woman who’d read my book would say

Wynne   She’d say yes

I look wonderful

Thank you

Lars   You’re shining

Wynne   Lars

Lars   An embodiment

Of everything alive


They kiss; illicit, passionate and full of promise. The doorbell rings. They separate as the Waiter enters. He crosses the stage; exits. Paige enters with a drink.



Paige   Well this must be Hal and Siân. They’re great fun.

He’s a scientist; works in the cutting-edge arena of germs.

He used to be married to my best friend Mags but he left her

And now he’s married to Siân

She’s a sexpot


Hal and Siân enter. The Waiter follows them. He takes their coats.



Paige   Hello, newlyweds, lovely to see you

Lars   Come in come in

Hal   We have just had the worst journey. Thought we weren’t going to bloody get here. The fog is unbelievable 

Wynne   God yes, it’s terrible

Hal   Couldn’t see your drive. Been going up and down that lane for about half an hour. Nearly knocked some mad witch off a bike and I don’t know how we’re going to get home. You might be stuck with us all night, Paige!

Paige   What fun. (To the Waiter.) We need drinks


The Waiter exits.



Hal   Do you know there was a moment when I thought this is getting really Stephen King, as if any minute Jack Nicholson was going to appear going – (he laughs an insane laugh) with a big blood-spattered axe and then the windscreen would shatter and – (he throttles himself) curtains. It’s really spooky out there. More than spooky; überspooky.

Siân   I expect he’s busy playing golf

Hal   Who?

Siân   Jack Nicholson

Hal   What?

Lars   Hal, this is Wynne

Wynne   Hello, super

Hal   Great pleasure

Lars   Siân, Wynne

Siân   Hi

Wynne   Nice to meet you

Lars   Wynne and I go way back. We were actually at college together and we lost touch for years and years, then, just a short time ago, I decided to go to this life-drawing class and lo and behold, amazing coincidence, Wynne was teaching it 

Wynne   I couldn’t believe it when he walked in. He was exactly the same. Except for the badges

Lars   Do you want to know the truth?

I found out you were teaching it before I went

Wynne   Did you?

Lars   I’d been to your exhibition the week before

Wynne   Why didn’t you tell me?

Lars   I thought it was brilliant


The Waiter enters with drinks. He serves them.



Hal   So what do you exhibit?

Lars   She’s an artist

Paige   Sadly undiscovered as yet

Hal   Right

Wynne   Probably because I’m figurative

Hal   Oh, that’s bowls of fruit and stuff, isn’t it?

Lars   It means she can paint. She doesn’t just make crap out of crap and call it art

Paige   Do you know anything about art, Siân?

Siân   Yes

Wynne   Great

So, what do you like?

Siân   I don’t like any of it

Wynne   Oh you must like something

Siân   I like the graffiti on the back of toilet doors. I saw some today that said ‘Fuck Shit Up’. Is that art?

Paige   It’s literature 

Wynne   Do you know I’ve got a really funny feeling that I’ve met you somewhere before

Siân   Right

Wynne   I wasn’t being funny or

Hal   You’ve seen her on the goggle box

Wynne   Are you an actress?

Siân   I’m a journalist

Hal   She’s a newsbabe. Aren’t you, love?

Wynne   That’s right!

Siân   I decorate the rolling news

Hal   Don’t do yourself down

Wynne   That is such a scary job. It must be awful when things go wrong

Hal   Oh, she thrives on it. Sits there with a smile on her face and drops the other presenter in it

Wynne   I’d be absolutely hopeless at it

Paige   Yes

Wynne   And gosh – it must cost you a fortune in suits

Siân   I get an allowance

Can I smoke in here?

Paige   You feel free. I’ll spray around in the morning. (To the Waiter.) Ashtray


The Waiter exits.



Hal   So

You’ve really done it with this book then

Lars   I don’t know 

Hal   Oh you have. You’ve really effing blinding done it.

You’re for sale on a special stand in John effing Menzies that’s how much you’ve done it

Lars   Well the reviews haven’t all been good

Paige   Have you read it, Hal?

Hal   Yes

Yes

I read it

Lars   And?

Hal   Great

Loved it

Lars   You don’t have to lie

Hal   No I did

Life changing

Really tip-top


The Waiter enters with an ashtray. He stands near Siân, holding it out for her use.



Siân   He said it was as dry as old dog biscuits

Hal   I did not

Siân   But he was freaked / couldn’t finish it

Hal   That’s not true

That’s / not true

Siân   He thought it was too nihilistic or something. I thought it was a smorgasbord of syllogisms that ultimately ate itself but that’s only the opinion of a newsbabe, Lars, so I wouldn’t take it to heart

Paige   (to the Waiter) What are you doing with that? She doesn’t want to stand there and flick ash on you 

Siân   I’ll put it out

Paige   No! Why don’t you find something to stand it on?


The Waiter removes the ashtray just as Siân goes to stub her cigarette out. It falls to the floor.



Siân   Sorry


She grinds it out with her foot.



Paige   Waiter

Fuck shit up


The Waiter exits.



Well, here we all are. I’d just like to say welcome

Lars   Absolutely

Paige   Tremendous congratters for getting through the fog and sorry that we’re odd numbers. Wynne’s lover has just dumped her and can’t attend

Hal   Oh bad luck

Wynne   ’S fine / ’s nothing

Paige   So that leaves just the four of us to toast Lars and his remarkable achievement in modern philosophy: for the third week running he’s outsold Delia Smith’s Cooking for the Brain Dead. To Lars

All   Lars

Hal   Well done, mate

Siân   Tremendous congratters

Wynne   To you


The Waiter enters with a dustpan and brush.



Lars   Thank you all very much. It’s actually quite humbling that my book, arguably syllogistic as I’m sure it is, should have tapped the twenty-first-century zeitgeist in / quite such a

Paige   Well, our starter awaits, quivering in its prime

Lars   Of course

My love

The food takes precedence

Paige   Waiter, when you’ve dealt with that we’d like to sit


The Waiter nods. He sweeps up the ash.



Wynne   He’s very professional, isn’t he?

Paige   I hope so

Wynne   Does he do the hoovering too?

Paige   No

Lars   Paige found him on the internet

Paige   You can find anything you want on the internet, from plumbers and hired assassins right though to Siamese twin prostitutes who’ll dance naked in front of your friends

Hal   Is that what you’ve arranged for later?

Paige   No

Hal   Shame

Ha


The Waiter exits with the dustpan and brush



Wynne   Lars has told me all about your dinners, Paige

Hal   Oh they’re famous

Lars   She is indeed an artist of the Aga

Wynne   I can’t wait. I feel very honoured to be invited

Paige   Well, it was Bob I really wanted to meet 

Wynne   Oh

Lars   She’s attempting a negative influxion

Wynne   Ah, well then

Deflected

Paige   (to Wynne) Wynne, would you like to freshen up before we eat? I can lend you a clean pair of tights

Wynne   (looking down at her laddered tights, dismayed) Oh

Paige   And Siân, you probably want some mouthwash

Siân   I’d like a piss actually

Paige   Lovely

Well we’ll leave you boys to discuss the crisis in masculinity


Paige, Wynne and Siân exit.



Hal   Nice to see Paige on form

Lars   Yes

Hal   You still haven’t have told her then?

Lars   No

Hal   Right. Tough business

Lars   How did you do it with Mags?

Hal   Sorry, mate; can’t go there


The Waiter enters with crockery for soup. He sets it at the table.



That’s not what I thought, by the way. About your book. Siân can really put words / in my mouth

Lars   Doesn’t matter

Hal   Well look. I’m going to admit 

I didn’t like the whole – I mean what? – psychological apocalypse thing. And the way it’s being marketed like some kind of effing Bible when it’s called

I mean I just don’t think you can make a Bible out of lack of belief

Lars   I’m not trying to

Hal   Oh come on

Lars   I’m not

Hal   Look

I know that we’re born for no reason and survive by accident

I know it every time I look down a microscope and see

Dumb organisms

Vacuously multiplying, gormlessly devouring, pointlessly expiring

Lars   You need to get out of the lab, Hal

Hal   Do you know

I think I hate it because you’re probably right.

Anyway

Been feeling a bit mad lately and that sort of, you know –

Probably just jealous. I mean my book’s been lying around covered in mildew in the section marked geeks for effing years

Lars   We’re alone in an uncaring universe, Hal

Hal   Holy batcrap

Lars   And the world is a mad cacophony of excess. Every living thing is either consuming or in a state of decay. You’re right; we’re no better than microbes

Hal   I’m not saying that. Of course we’re / better than effing 

Lars   All my book says is would you rather eat or have things eat you?

Hal   The whole thing comes down to power for you, doesn’t it. / Consume, consume

Lars   Power sounds supremacist and my philosophy is not. I call it psyche-drive

Hal   Yes / the psyche-drive

Lars   With the psyche-drive of the will, you can decide to live and flourish or you can decide to rot. People let themselves putrefy! Look at Mags

Hal   Could you just not go there?

Lars   Well, look at Paige then

Hal   Paige is the ultimate consumer

Lars   Oh look harder; she’s decomposing

Hal   So anyone who professes to any pain or weakness is decomposing?

Lars   It’s their decision: do they indulge or deflect? I say you can leave pain behind

Hal   Can you?

Because I can’t believe that you can simply decide to walk away from life’s pain and find yourself free

Lars   (to the Waiter) Haven’t you got anything to do?


The Waiter exits.



My friend

You’re a deep-thinking man

Hal   Yes

Lars   For your own good

Abandon it

Hal   You want me to abandon thought?

Lars   This self-absorbed negativity. You’re drowning in it

Hal   So without all this um

Thought

What am I left with?

Lars   Peace

Hal   OK

Lars   Freedom

Passion

Hal   Uh-huh

Lars   Hal, listen to the voice that says I Want. Abandon yourself to the sensual world

Hal   I was hoping you wouldn’t say that

Lars   Why?

Hal   I tried it

Doesn’t fucking work














Scene Two







THE STARTER





The diners are seated at the table. The Waiter is serving with impeccable grace, ladling from a stylish tureen. Everyone but Paige is unnerved by the colour and texture of the soup. The Waiter finishes serving.


Paige   We need drinks


The Waiter nods. He exits.

The diners tentatively start to eat. The soup is disgusting. Only Paige manages to swallow it without extreme difficulty.



I saw Mags the other day, Hal

Hal   Great

Paige   She’s doing really well. They’re allowing her into a halfway house. She might be home in a month or two

Hal   Yes

Paige   And she says the scars look so much better. She’s going to have reconstructive surgery

Hal   I know

Paige   She was telling me how lovely and generous you’ve been. She really appreciated That Card


Hal involuntarily gags. The Waiter enters with drinks. He serves them.



Paige   (referring to the empty chair) The invisible guest. No dinner party is complete without one. When we were newlyweds, Lars and I used to have a joke at our dinners: If a guest didn’t arrive, we always called the empty seat Jesus’ chair

Lars   No we didn’t

Paige   Because I used to say what a great dinner guest Jesus would be. Lars said he didn’t think he could bear entertaining someone who wore sandals but I thought he’d be witty and provocative and offer interesting carpentry tips. He’d also provide great entertainment raising the food from the dead and what-have-you

Hal   Paige, Siân’s a Christian

Siân   No I’m not

Hal   Yes you are

Siân   I am not

Hal   She’s a Christian

Siân   Christ

Paige   I genuinely think Jesus would be a thrilling guest in all but one way

Siân   And what’s that?

Paige   He’d hold us up to judgement. And who’d want that? We’d all get indigestion

Wynne   Is there um

Any meat in this, Paige?

Paige   Oh no. Lars told me you existed solely on vegetable matter and I absolutely respect that

Wynne   There’s um

A flavour I can’t put my finger on

Paige   Well I suppose there might be the odd zoo plankton in there – but they’re pretty hard to eliminate in this dish. Would you object to eating zoo plankton? 

Wynne   I don’t know

Paige   They’re single-cell animals so I suppose technically they’re meat. I could have the waiter blast it in the microwave for you, then at least you’d know they were dead

Lars   What is this, Paige?

Paige   It’s soup, my love. Lars loves traditional-type starters. He can’t be doing with mimsy salads and little piles of swept-up drizzled-on chicken bits. He calls those kind of starters goat poo, don’t you?

Lars   No

Paige   He likes something substantial and as this meal is entirely in his honour I’d thought I’d pull out all the stops

Wynne   What’s in it?

Paige   It’s an onion, celeriac and parsnip base, with algae

Wynne   Algae?

Paige   Simmered slowly at a very low temperature, in brine

Hal   That would account for the salt then

Paige   There’s a bouquet garni in there and a dash of sulphur – which might be that indefinable flavour, Wynne. The only thing that’s tricky is getting the temperature to stay low enough – and the cooking time

Siân   Right

Paige   Three weeks

I was pulling my hair out thinking how can I cook this without Lars knowing? How can I keep it as a special surprise? And I came up with a genius solution. I put the pan on the sunbed out in the summerhouse. That way, it’s had not only heat, but light to photosynthesise. I’ve been out there to stir it every other day and about a week ago I added a sprinkling of yeast

Lars   Well that’s remarkable, Paige

Paige   It’s called Primordial Soup

Hal   Great

Paige   The living starter. Enjoy


The diners continue in their efforts to eat the soup.



This soup is actually in honour of you, Hal

Hal   Is it?

Paige   (to Wynne) Hal is a world expert on microbes

Wynne   Oh

Paige   He wrote a fascinating book a number of years ago called The Microbe Within. It was very informative; lovely diagrams – but it didn’t quite get that Nobel Prize, did it, Hal?

Hal   No, Paige, it didn’t

Wynne   What are you working on at the moment?

Hal   It’s not interesting

Wynne   I’m sure it is. I’m mesmerised by science.

Everyone’s saying it’s the new art

Hal   Really

Wynne   It would be so easy for you to make art out of your job and for me to make science out of mine

Hal   Would it? 

Wynne   Oh yes. You could do an exhibition of microbes you know: project magnified images or paint representations of them breeding or eating other microbes or whatever microbes do. Because I’m sure – and I’ll bet a lot of people don’t think about this – that when you’re close up to microbes, they’re actually rather beautiful

Hal   I’ve never thought about their aesthetic

Wynne   And I could do the science of art with prisms and things. The boundaries between art and science are almost non-existent these days, don’t you think, Hal?

Hal   Sure

Wynne   What exactly are you working on?

Hal   It’s really not interesting

Siân   (to Wynne) He’s studying the microbes in sheepshit

Hal   That’s not what I’m doing

Siân   If it’s not sheepshit it’s pigshit or something

Hal   That Is Not What I Am Doing

Wynne   You know that’s why I would never ever eat meat. We just don’t know what’s in it these days. Are you looking for mutantcy and hideous diseases?

Hal   No

Wynne   Because we pump them full of hormones and steroids and antibiotics, we feed them on bone slurry and keep them in cages where they develop muscular atrophy and drink each other’s urine. Even seafood is caged now. Do you know, they’re trying to breed clawless crabs so they don’t go mad and kill each other in their overcrowded farming tanks and they’re covered in vile moulds and sea lice and their eyes are all cataracted and –

Paige   The main course is seafood

Wynne   Oh

Paige   So, a lot to look forward to

Hal   My work has nothing to do with sheep or cows or any other farmyard animal, Wendy. That’s just Siân’s little joke

Wynne   So what are you doing, Hal? Or do you just not want to talk about it?

Hal   I’d love to talk about it, Wendy. But I can’t

Wynne   You don’t have to be embarrassed

Hal   I’ve signed the Official Secrets Act

Wynne   Oh

Lars   He works for the Government

Wynne   Oh my God

Hal   In a minor capacity

Wynne   Biological warfare

Hal   What on earth makes you say that?

Wynne   Well I don’t know

James Bond and things

Hal   How could this country possibly be involved in something like that?

Wynne   Well, I’m sure it’s not, but

Hal   But nothing. It isn’t. And neither am I

Wynne   I wasn’t being serious. I mean I hope you don’t think I’m some sort of you know, anti-whatnot person

Siân   Hal’s very touchy about his work 

Hal   As a matter of fact, Wendy, I work for the Ministry of Health

Siân   Torturing lab rats

Hal   Why are you

I mean what is the

Siân   What?

Hal   Is this because I called you a newsbabe?

Siân   No

Hal   Because that was a joke. It was an effing joke OK?

Siân   Sure, whatever

Hal   Meet Siân, everybody. She’s a journalist. She wants you all to know that her skill at reading an autocue has nothing to do with the way she looks


Siân lights a cigarette.



Wynne   Um, Hal, my name isn’t Wendy

Hal   What

Wynne   You called me Wendy just then and my name’s actually Wynne

Hal   I’m so sorry. Wynne


The doorbell rings.



Lars   Are we expecting anyone else?

Paige   No

Lars   (getting up) No biblical figures or Siamese twins?

Paige   Let the waiter go

Lars   I can get it

Paige   It’s his job 


The Waiter enters. He crosses the stage; exits.



Would anyone like any more? The great thing about this dish is that the leftovers breed, so you never completely run out. Hal, can I tempt you?

Hal   I’m saving myself for the main

Paige   The other extraordinary thing about this starter is that it creates its own oxygen. If you were to take it to Mars, lift the lid of the tureen and come back in a billion years or so, you’d find you were stepping into a new Eden. This soup is an irrepressible force of life. And that’s why I wanted to share it with you all. When we’re surrounded by so much excess I think it’s wonderful to remember that we were once such persistent slime

Lars   Bravo

Siân   Slime is the agony of water

Hal   What?

Siân   Sartre

Hal   What?


Mike is shown in by the Waiter. He’s in his twenties, wearing nondescript clothes.



Lars   Can we help you?

Mike   Um, I asked him if I could borrow a phone. I’ve had an accident down on the lane and


He sees Siân.



Oh my God.

You’re off the news

You were on this morning

Siân   Yes

Mike   That bit about cluster bombs 

Siân   Right

Mike   They’re fucking evil aren’t they?

Siân   Yes

Paige   Who are you and what do you want?

Mike   Just a phone. My van … It’s gone into your gatepost. I just couldn’t see. / I came out of the corner and

Wynne   Oh you poor thing

Mike   I’m really sorry to bother you but my mobile’s dead. (To Siân.) I can’t believe you’re in here. I must be concussed

Wynne   He’s bleeding

Mike   If you could just let me use a phone. I need to call out a tow-truck

Paige   Waiter?

Show him the door

Lars   Paige

The man only wants to make a phone call

Paige   (to the Waiter) Show him out

Lars   No. He can make his call and sit in the warmth while he waits for help

Paige   I want him to leave

Mike   I / don’t want to cause

Lars   It’s no problem

Paige   Show him out

Lars   (to Paige) What’s the matter with you? Waiter, take his coat

Mike   It’s OK, I’ll go

Paige   Please do

Lars   Take his coat!

Paige   (to the Waiter) Remember what you’re here for and be very, very careful what you do

Lars   Why don’t you join us? / There’s a spare place here. Take the weight off your feet and the waiter will bring you a phone in a minute

Paige   / You’ve walked in on a very special party. You haven’t been invited and I think you should leave

Lars   He’s not leaving this house until we’ve helped him!

Paige   Show him out

Lars   NO TAKE HIS COAT – NOW

Mike   Really, I’m

Lars   SIT DOWN


Pause.



Paige   Waiter, would you take the gentleman’s coat before my husband reaches apoplectic collapse


The Waiter removes Mike’s coat.



Mike   I only want to use a phone; I’ll be

Paige   May we know your name?

Mike   Mike

Paige   We need drinks


The Waiter exits.



Mike

I’m Paige 

This is Lars, my husband, who hasn’t lost his temper since 2005

And these are our guests: Wynne, she’s an artist; Hal, a very famous microbiologist; and his wife Siân, who you know

Siân   Hi

Mike   Hi

Hal   Bad luck about your van, mate

Wynne   (getting up) Mike, you’ve got to let me look at that cut for you

Mike   It’s OK

Wynne   Paige, have you got an Elastoplast?

Paige   No. Tonight, Mike, we’re having a little party; just a few close friends to celebrate the successful publication of my husband’s book

Mike   Right

Paige   You might have heard of it. It’s called Beyond Belief

Mike   Is it a thriller?

Paige   Lars, is it a thriller?

Lars   No

Wynne   It’s a guide book, Mike, a guide book to life

Hal   Modern philosophy, mate

Mike   Oh I know. Like one o’ them Armchairs of the Gods books

Lars   I’m sorry?


Wynne is fussing over Mike’s cut with her napkin.



Wynne   Poor you

Paige   Lars? What do you suppose Mike means by Armchairs of the Gods? Do you think he might be equating your insightful philosophical text with the ‘aliens built the pyramids’ genre?

Lars   I’m sure Mike doesn’t mean any offence

Paige   What if he does?

Lars   (standing) Paige

I have a request

Paige   What’s that my love?


Pause.



Lars   (to Mike) Make yourself at home, mate

Excuse me


Lars exits. Wynne goes to follow him.



Paige   (to Wynne) Where are you going?

Wynne   Well … is he all right?

Paige   He’s in shock. Helping Mike is the first altruistic thing he’s done since he adopted a penguin at London Zoo for my birthday. I expect he’s gone to fetch you all our jewels and valuables

Mike   What d’you mean?

Paige   Well, that is why you’re here, isn’t it?


The Waiter enters with drinks. He serves them.



Mike   I don’t understand why you’d say that

Paige   Why have you come here?

Mike   I just want a phone. My van’s / gone into

Paige   That’s the most stupid story I’ve ever heard 

Mike   You can go out and look

Paige   And find the place ransacked when we get back?

Mike   If I’d come to steal from you, why would I knock on the door? I’d go round the back, wouldn’t I, and break in

Paige   Would you now?

Mike   I rang your bell; he let me in. If you didn’t want strangers in here you should’ve told him

Paige   No one blows in here off the street

Mike   And if you tell him to bring me back my coat / I’ll put it on and go

Paige   What do you want?

Mike   My name is Mike

My van’s in a ditch

I asked for simple help.

Fuck, I should of known better asking from people like you

What a waste o’ time

Paige   What do you mean, ‘people like us’?

Mike   Rich cunts

Wynne   Oh I can’t bear that word

Hal   No call for that, mate. You’d better steady on

Paige   Less than one minute and he’s held us up to judgement

He’s worse than Jesus


The Waiter is offering Mike and Paige drinks.



Mike   Could I have my coat back please?

Paige   You don’t really want to leave

Mike   I want my coat

Paige   Take a drink first

Mike   Why?

Paige   See how the rich cunts live

Hal   Paige, give him his coat and let him go

Paige   Pick one up

Sip it

It’s like ambrosia

The gods themselves drink stuff like this

Sitting in their armchairs


Mike takes a drink.



Bravo


Paige takes one. Mike downs his in one. He wipes his mouth.



Mike   Babycham

Paige   I’d like you to join us for dinner

Hal   Oh come on

Paige   Why have an empty seat in the pleasuredome when we could extend a benevolent hand to a stranger? It’s what Lars wants. Mike, on his behalf, I’m inviting you to join us

Mike   No thank you

Paige   Why not?

Mike   I’d rather sit in my van

Paige   It’s no imposition

Mike   I wouldn’t care if it was

Paige   That’s why I’m inviting you

Mike   I might pick your pockets

Paige   This outfit doesn’t have them

You won’t get a tow-truck for hours in all that fog. You might as well stay

Siân   Come on, sit down. The food’s great

Hal   What?

Paige   There’s even a place set for you.

Siân   Jesus’ chair

Paige   Take it. We’re all dying to know if you think we’re redeemable

Wynne   Mike, look. I’d be very happy for you to stay but I really object to that word that you just said

Mike   Then I’m sorry for saying it

Paige   Wynne hates anyone calling her rich

Mike   I see

Paige   So that’s settled. You’ll stay

Mike   Well, I could try to grab my coat and make a dash for it but (referring to the Waiter) I don’t think I’d get past him. You got me trapped, Paige

Paige   Mike

Welcome to dinner













Scene Three







THE MAIN





Mike is seated at the table with the other diners. The soup dishes have been cleared. The Waiter is laying out all the equipment needed for the consumption of lobsters.


Mike   So when I came out of the army I didn’t really know what to do with myself. All my friends were going into full-time alcoholism or the prison service but I knew that wasn’t for me, so I started up this business doing removals, deliveries, property relocation, that kind of thing

Wynne   That’s amazing

Mike   Not really

Wynne   You’re an entrepreneur

Mike   More of a van driver

Hal   So what’s the most interesting thing you’ve ever had in the back of your van, Mike? Apart from your girlfriend, of course

Mike   Well, Hal, this one guy I was helping was a reptile freak and he had a collection of snakes and lizards and this chameleon, which really did change colour. Its eyes swivelled round; it had feet like pincers and a tongue like a coiled spring

Hal   Bit like Siân

Mike   It was the most amazing living thing I’ve ever seen

Paige   We need drinks 


The Waiter exits.



Wynne   Do you miss the army, Mike?

Mike   I liked the travel, but in the end I was glad to leave. I think you reach a certain point when the idea of killing lots of people just loses its appeal. Anyway, Siân, what about you?

Siân   What about me?

Mike   I mean how did you end up doing what you do?

Siân   They just chose me from a photograph

Mike   Yeah right

Siân   Obviously they had to check I could read. And they did a test to ensure that I didn’t have any speech impediments

Mike   OK

Siân   I had to pronounce words like ‘Shi’ite’ and ‘Taoiseach’, then I had to screen test with the senior male presenter to satisfy them that we had the right chemistry

Mike   Does it get to you?

Siân   What?


The Waiter enters with drinks. He serves them.



Mike   You’re the first port of call for all the bad news in the world. All day digesting horror and violence and tragedy – I suppose it’s no wonder you’re detached.

Siân   It’s not all horror and tragedy. We always do a fun item at the end

Mike   Yeah. Like the badger who crawled into someone’s washing machine

Wynne   Oh my 

Siân   People want the facts but they also want to be reassured

Mike   Reassured what?

Siân   That despite the headlines things are essentially OK. Which is why it’s so important to end with people safe in the knowledge that the badger survived the rinse and spin

Wynne   (relieved) Oh

Siân   So it’s my job to make events on this fucked-up planet more palatable; peppering the violence and tragedy with tales of plucky burrowing mammals


She lights a cigarette. The Waiter exits.



Mike   You demolished that cluster-bomb guy. You made it sound like everything that came out of his mouth was a fucking lie – and it was. And when you tell us about the lucky badgers you always look like it’s making you barf. So I think, despite everything you say, that you’re on the side o’ truth

Siân   (pause) Thank you

Hal   Mike, Siân’s up for the Rear of the Year Award. Did you know?

Mike   Congratulations

Siân   Thanks

Mike   If you win, you’ll have to read that night’s news with your arse

Siân   (bursts out laughing) I’d love to

Paige   (to Mike, confidentially) Did I just ask for drinks?

Mike   Yes


Paige has already finished hers.



Hal   So, Mike, what’s in the back of your van today?

Mike   Well, I’m just on my way from robbing the house next door, so quite a lot of antiques, couple o’ paintings and some jewellery


Only Siân laughs.



No, seriously, when I say I do property removals that’s usually without the owner’s knowledge or consent

Paige   Bravo

Hal   You’ve just robbed next door?

Mike   Yeah. Nice place


Lars enters, wearing different trousers. He coolly sits at the table.



Paige   So?

Lars   Just dived in the pool

Paige   Was it pleasant?

Lars   Very. Very calming

Paige   Well, I’m glad. That’s consolation for the fact that we’ve all been waiting for our main for half an hour now

Lars   You should have started without me

Paige   Well seeing as this dinner is in honour of you and your fabulous, brilliant success, I thought that would be a little rude. Waiter!

Lars   Mike

Mike   Hi

Lars   Hi. Are they treating you OK?

Mike   Very well, thank you

Lars   Have you made your phone call?

Mike   Yeah

Paige   I’ve invited him to dine with us

Lars   Cool

Mike   I’m afraid you’re stuck with me for a couple of hours. They can’t get a tow-truck here any sooner

Lars   No problem. Long as you like


The Waiter enters.



Paige   We need drinks. Then we’re ready for the main.


The Waiter nods. He exits.



Mike was just about to tell us how he’s ripped off old Mrs Allingham next door

Lars   Oh

Paige   Apparently his van is full of swag

Lars   That’s cool, Mike, really cool

Paige   We’re all agog with shock

Wynne   You haven’t, have you?

Mike   Haven’t what?

Wynne   Well, you wouldn’t just sit there and tell us would you?

Mike   Why not?

Wynne   Oh Mike, you’re having us on

Mike   Why? I’m very proud of what I do

Siân   Good

Hal   Do you steal from the rich and give to the poor or something?

Mike   No, I just flog it and keep the money like anyone else. But I’m proud of my skills

Wynne   You’re a bit of a tease, aren’t you

Mike   I don’t think so

Hal   So how did you get started then? What was your first big break in the tea-leaf trade?

Mike   Well I got this perfect training see, courtesy of Her Majesty’s Armed Forces, and when I left it seemed a terrible waste not to do something with it

Paige   Quite right

Mike   The obvious choice was crime. I mean I aim low – just private houses and that – and I don’t do anything where I’d have to carry a weapon – even a knife – because I took a sanctity of life pledge. After the killing of two Serbs and a Liberian I’m not ever, ever

Wynne   You killed a librarian?

Mike   A Liberian. Someone from Liberia. It’s next to Sierra Leone

Wynne   Oh

Mike   I witnessed their murder; I’ve never actually killed anyone myself

Lars   Did you take her Klimt?

Mike   What?

Lars   She has a Klimt in her study – Mrs Allingham. Did you take it?

Mike   A what?

Wynne   Gustav Klimt. He’s a painter, Mike

Mike   Oh that painting

Wynne   A provocative eroticist, like me

Mike   I thought it was a print

Lars   It’s her most valuable piece

Mike   Shit. I hate art. I never know what I’m looking at.

I thought it was greeting-card crap. Do you think I should go back for it?

Hal   Never revisit the scene of a crime

Mike   It’s OK, I disabled the alarm and I know she’s out.

I’ve been casing the joint all day


The Waiter enters with drinks. He serves them.



Lars   Are you going to be doing our joint?

Mike   Well, obviously not tonight. I think that’d be a bit ungrateful don’t you?

Lars   Yes I do, Mike

Mike   But I tell you what, Lars, if you want to stroll over later and get that Klimt yourself, there’s nothing to stop you

Lars   Why her? There are far better houses on this road; ours for instance

Mike   Well, I mean they’re all something fucking else aren’t they?

This is gothic-window plastic-pillar heaven

But after extensive research I discovered that next door it was just one old doll with a lot of nice gear. And it was going great. No hitches at all until the van went into your ditch

I thought, I don’t believe it 

I thought just walk away and forget the whole thing

But it was so thick with fog I couldn’t see

I thought I could go round and round for hours in this

End up in Timbukfuckingtu

So I thought find a house, brazen it out, get a tow-truck, get a tow, act the innocent and you’ll get away with all that stuff no fucking bother


The Waiter exits.



Hal   Well you won’t now, will you?

Mike   Won’t I?

Hal   I mean you’ve just told us all about it, haven’t you?

Mike   Oh yes so I have

Hal   We could make a citizen’s arrest

Mike   You’re right

Wynne   We could tie you to your chair

Mike   I’m in big trouble


Pause.



Paige   I’m sorry, are we gawping?

Mike   Just a bit

Paige   You’ll have to excuse us. It’s been years since any of us spoke to anyone working class

Lars   That’s a great story, Mike

Mike   Thanks

Lars   You’ll have to tell us what you really do some time

Mike   Well, I just get by, Lars, in a working-class kind of a way

Wynne   Mike, my parents were working-class 

Mike   Right

Wynne   I’m only middle-class because of my education

Mike   Right

Paige   You could say the same for Lars. He comes from a very deprived background.

Lars   That’s not true

Paige   Oh it is. He never shuts up about how deprived he is

Lars   There is nothing deprived about my background, Mike

Paige   Sorry, I meant depraved

Lars   My father was a small-town dentist and my mother was a self-educated chiropodist

Paige   Wait for his funny joke about teeth and feet

Lars   Paige went to the Cruella De Vil charm school

Paige   Whereas Lars’ parents sent him out to work when he was just a child. They forced him to do a paper round and he still bears the emotional scars

Hal   Oh come on you two

Paige   Come on what?

Hal   You’re like a couple of

I don’t know

Paige   Newlyweds?

Mike   Lars

Lars   Mike

Mike   Can I ask you a rude and personal question?

Lars   Sure

Mike   How did you make all your money?

Paige   What makes you think it’s his?

Lars   Paige had a small trust fund when we married, which I invested for her. She’s welcome to have it back at any time – with interest

I used to trade in the city

Mike   As simple as that?

Lars   Making money’s as simple as sneezing. You just have to want to do it. And for a while I did. But it began to bore me – just seemed like figures moving around on screens in the end – so a few years ago I retired and went back to my first love; the study of philosophy

Wynne   You’ve achieved so much in your life, Lars. You put the rest of us to shame

Paige   (angrily) Oh, where is our food?


Paige takes her glass and goes into the kitchen.



Lars   Well, I think the important thing about anyone’s journey through life – whatever their background – is that they follow / the

Wynne   / The positive dictates of the psyche-drive and pursue their aspirational fantasies

Mike   Is that what it says in your book?

Lars   In a word, yes

Siân   It’s a zingy read

Mike   What’s an aspirational fantasy?

Wynne   You can make things happen. It’s all down to the strength of the psyche-drive, Mike. It’s such a liberating concept. I mean you can’t deny that we’re all at the epicentre of our own universe. What Lars says is don’t be meek about it, don’t be humble; you can be the god or the goddess of your own psyche. Action is the key

Mike   OK


Paige returns with a full glass and sits.



Paige   Everything is perfectly prepared. He’s so diligent.

Wynne   A lot us feel scared of action; afraid of instigating change. But Beyond Belief will revolutionise your life. All you have to do is say yes to the strength within you and release the spirit of self

Siân   Because you’re going to die anyway

Wynne   Well yes, but surely you can handle the idea of your own death? I know I can. I’ve worked through all that fear to a place of

Inspired Resignation

And now I feel I can do anything

Mike   Sounds great

Lars   Here


Lars reaches into his inside pocket.



Have a copy, Mike


He holds out a small blue book. Mike takes it.



Mike   Well, thank you, Lars. Nice-looking book

Lars   (winks) Clever marketing


The Waiter enters with a raw savoy cabbage on a plate.



Paige   Ah, the vegetarian dish


The Waiter puts the cabbage down in front of Wynne.



Wynne   Goodness me

What is it?

Paige   It’s a cabbage. (To the Waiter.) We need music


The Waiter exits.



Wynne   You are so clever

You’ve made it look as if it hasn’t been touched

What have you stuffed it with
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